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Two Centers Cut Ribbon at New Quarters
(

The Center for Christian Bioethics and the Center for
Spiritual Life and Wholeness at Lorna Linda University
officially opened with a ribbon-cutting ceremony on
February 17. B. Lyn Behrens, president of LLU; Brian
Bull, Dean of the School of~ledicine; and Gerald Winslow,
Dean of the Faculty of Religion, were among those who
officiated at the ceremony, which included the reading of
Scripture, \vords of gratitude and hope and refreshments
The six offices, library and common area for receptionists and administrative staff are located in the
Thompson Suite of the new Coleman Pavilion, a large
complex recently constructed on the north side of Lorna
Linda University ?\ledical Center.
This area of the new building-the northwest corner
of the first floor above ground level-is named in honor of
Ralph and Carolyn Thompson of Redlands, California.
Ralph Thompson, ?\lD, is a surgeon who has served for
many years at Lorna Linda University Medical Center.
Carolyn Thompson is a businesswoman in the Inland
Empire who has specialized in real estate development
and management. Both are generous supporters of Lorna
Linda University and its various organizations.
All six offices enjoy commanding views of the
surrounding area. The three offices of the Center for Spiritual Life and Wholeness look west toward ~lt. Baldy and
the San Gabriel ~lountains. The three offices of the
Center for Christian Bioethics look north toward Lake
Arrowhead and the San Bernardino Mountains. The
windows of the library also face north.
The two centers are co-sponsoring a national conference, Spirituality & Ethics in Patient Care, on ?\larch 1 and 2
in the Wong Kerlee International Conference Center, two
stories below their offices in the Coleman Pavilion. This
conference targets health professionals of all disciplines,

as well as specialists in law and the various humanities.
who wish to explore current issues in biomedical ethics, on
the one hand, and spirituality and medicine, on the other.
The two Centers co-sponsored a Bioethics Grand
Rounds on November 12 titled "Prayer in the Clinical
Setting: Welcome Guest or Alien Intruder?" They will cosponsor a second Bioethics Grand Rounds this school year
on May 13. Each of these sessions takes place between
noon and 1:00 p.m. in the A-level amphitheater of Lonu
Linda University ?\ledical Center. Professionals and
patients from the medical center, as well as students from
Lorna Linda and other campuses, and interested persons
from the community at large are invited to each month's
Bioethics Grand Rounds. There is no charge for admisSIOn.

Audio ($7.50 + $1.00 S/H) and video ($1 5.00 + $2.00
S/H) recordings of each Bioethics Grand Rounds and other
events of the two Centers are available from Sigma
AudioNideo Associates, P. O. Box 51, Lorna Linda, California 93254.
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The Hippocratic Oath: Is It Still Relevant?
Robert D. Orr, lV1.D
The practice of medicine has long been regarded as
one of the learned professions. In recent times, however,
there has been concern that physicians individually and
collectively are less aware of professionalism. Cruess and
Cruess recently lamented that physicians have become
increasingly focused on science and disease, and on income
and power, and at the same time decreasingly concerned
about inequities in the health-care system. They conclude
that medicine's professional associations and academic
institutions should ensure that all physicians understand
professionalism and accept its obligations. 1
But what is professionalism, and how can it be taught
and/or ensured? Professionalism is the conduct, aims, or
qualities that characterize a profession or a professional
person. A moral code is often the basis of professionalism.
That is, being a professional is more than just Doing a
particular type of work; it is about Being a particular type of
person. It inyolves "professing" openly that one is that
type of person, usually by taking vows or an oath.
Individuals entering the medical profession have
taken vows for at least 2500 years. The students of
Hippocrates of Cos were required to swear an oath before
beginning their training. Although the precise origin of the
text of this Oath of Hippocrates is still debated by historians, there is no doubt that this document is ancient and
revered. It is often used even today as a standard for
comparison of behavior. When speaking at commencement
for the LLU School of Medicine in 1991, C. Everett Koop,
former Surgeon General of the U.S., stated that the HippoEDITORIAL
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cratic Oath "calls physicians to a higher ethical standard
than that of society in general."2 Others, however, have
criticized the Oath because it "fail[s] to address the
changing doctor-patient relationship emerging in the
1990s."3
For these and other reasons, it seemed prudent to
investigate the prevalence of oath-taking by medical school
graduates today, and further, to assess the content of the
oaths in use, comparing the content to that of the classical
Hippocratic Oath. With help from Norman Pang, who at
the time was doing an elective with me in clinical ethics
during his fourth year of medical school, I did an empiric
study and analysis of oath usage in 1993.
Nlethods: We surveyed the deans of all 157 allopathic
and osteopathic schools of medicine in the U.S. (including
Puerto Rico) and Canada to assess current practices
regarding oath administration, and compared this data to
results from similar surveys done in 1928, 1958, 1978, and
1989. We did a content analysis of oaths currently used and
compared the results with content items of the original
Hippocratic Oath as translated into English by Edelstein. 4
Results: There has been a progressive and marked
increase in percentage of schools administering an oath
over the past 65 years. The graduates of 98 percent of the
150 responding schools took an oath in 1993. In 1928 only
24 percent (19/79) of schools administered an oath;5 by
1958 the percentage had increased to 72 percent (69/96),6
and by 1977 it was done in 90 percent (115/128) of schools. 7
In 1993, only one school used the classical version of
the Oath, 45 used a shorter (165 vs. 335 words) modern
version, 22 used oaths which were based on the Hippocratic Oath but included significant modifications, and one
used an unknown version of the Hippocratic Oath. In addition, 10 used the original 1948 Declaration of Geneva, 24
used the 1983 revision of that Declaration, 15 used the
Osteopathic Oath, five used the Oath of Louis Lasagna,
four used the Prayer of Maimonides, and 20 used other
unique oaths. Six schools reported that they had used the
Hippocratic Oath, but while reviewing the content, we
found that the wording of these six oaths was actually some
other oath which had been erroneously labeled "The
Hippocratic Oath," and we counted these six in the proper
categories. Although this was not asked in the survey, 11
deans yolunteered that their school allowed the graduating
students to either select from one of several existing oaths
or write their own unique oath.
To assess the content of the oaths in use in 1993, we
used the excellent content analysis of the classical Hippocratic Oath done by Leon Kass. 8 He identified 14 content
items, including (1) a covenant with deity, (2) a covenant
with teachers, (3) a commitment to students, (4-13) a
covenant with patients which included eight items, and
(14) an agreement to be accountable for one's actions.
When we examined the contents of all oaths in current
Update Volume 14, Number 1

use, we discovered that although 100 percent and 86
percent respectively still pledge a commitment to patients
and to teaching, only 43 percent vow to be accountable for
their actions, only 14 percent include a prohibition against
euthanasia, only 11 percent invoke a deity, only 8 percent
foreswear abortion, and only 3 percent retain a proscription
against sexual contact with patients.
We noted that the newer oaths often contain other
content items not found in the classical Hippocratic Oath,
including such items as the prevention of disease, respect
for human life, commitments to science and learning,
avoidance of greed, humility, care of the whole person,
autonomy of patients, and wording suggesting that it may
be acceptable to end a patient's life.
It is interesting to note that while the classical Hippocratic Oath contains 14 content items, the shorter
"modern" version which was already in use in 1928
contains only 10, the Osteopathic Oath (1936) has nine, the
1948 Declaration of Geneva has seven, the 1983 Declaration of Geneva has six, and the Oath of Louis Lasagna
written in 1964 has four. The Prayer of ~laimonides, which
dates from the 17th century but is conceptually different
from the other oaths, contains five of the content items
found in the classical Oath.
Summary of data: There has been a steady increase in
the use of professional oaths at the time of graduation from
medical school during this century. At the same time, there
has been a decrease in the number of content items found
in the original Hippocratic Oath.
A more complete presentation of our data, along with
an analysis of the implications, appears in a recent issue of
the Journal of Clinical Ethics. 9
Conclusion: If, as Cruess and Cruess suggest, it is
important that academic medical institutions understand
and teach about professionalism, this trend of diluting the
content of the Hippocratic ethic should be of major
concern to the profession and its teachers.
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THE HIPPOCRATIC OATH
as translated by Ludwig Edlestein, 1943

I swear by Apollo Physician and Asclepius and Hygieia and Panaceia and all the
gods and goddesses, making them my witnesses, that I will fulfill according to my ability
and judgement this oath and this covenant:
To hold him who has taught me this art as equal to my parents and to live my
life in partnership with him, and if he is in need of money to give him a share of
mine, and to regard his offspring as equal to my brothers in male lineage and to
teach them this art-if they desire to learn it-without fee and covenant; to give a
share of precepts and oral instruction and all the other learning to my sons and to
the sons of him who has instructed me and to pupils who have signed the covenant
and have taken an oath according to the medical law, but to no one else.
I will apply dietetic measures for the benefit of the sick according to my ability
and judgement; I will keep them from harm and injustice.
I \vill neither give a deadly drug to anybody if asked for it, nor will I make a
suggestion to this effect. Similarly I will not give to a woman an abortive remedy.
In purity and holiness I will guard my life and my art.
I will not use the knife, not even on sufferers from stone, but will withdraw in
favor of such men as are engaged in this work.
Into whatever houses I may enter, I will come for the benefit of the sick,
remaining clear of all voluntary injustice, and of other mischief and of sexual
deeds upon bodies of females and males, be they free or slaves.
Things I may see or hear in the course of the treatment or even outside of
treatment regarding the life of human beings, things which one should never
divulge outside, I will keep to myself holding such things shameful to be spoken.
If I fulfill this oath and do not violate it, may it be granted to me to enjoy life
and art, being honored with fame among all men for all time to come; if I
transgress it and swear falsely, may the opposite of all this be my lot.

4
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THE PHYSICIAN'S OATH
LaMA LINDA UNIVERSITY SCHOOL OF MEDICINE

Before God these things I do promise:
In the acceptance of my sacred calling,
I will dedicate my life to the furtherance of Jesus Christ's healing and teaching
ministry.
I will give to my teachers the respect and gratitude which is their due. I will impart
to those who follow me, the knowledge and experience that I have gained.
The wholeness of my patient will be my first consideration.
Acting as a good steward of the resources of society and of the talents granted me,
I will endeavor to reflect God's mercy and compassion by caring for the lonely, the
poor, the suffering, and those who are dying.
I will maintain the utmost respect for human life. I will not use my medical
knowledge contrary to the laws of humanity. I will respect the rights and decisions
of my patients.
I will hold in confidence all secrets committed to my keeping in the practice of my
calling.
I will lead my life and practice my art with purity, and honor; abstaining from
immorality myself, I will not lead others into moral wrong doing.

May God's kingdom, his healing power and glory be experienced
by those whom I serve, and may they be made known in my life,
in proportion as I am faithful to this oath.
LOMALINDA
UNIVERSITY
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Christian Theology and the Hippocratic Oath
by Gerald R. Winslow, Ph.D
A profession's health is greatly dependent on its ability
to tell its founding stories with conviction. These stories
are recounted when the profession celebrates its most
important rituals, such as the induction of new members.
The stories are not merely about the facts of history. They
are about the rise of central values that give the profession
its unity and its character. They are about the heroes and
heroines who shaped the profession's identity. And they
are about the continual renewal of commitment to the
goals that are essential to the practice of the profession.
Today, the medical profession is struggling to tell its
founding story. Nowhere is this more evident than in the
current debate about the normative use of the Hippocratic
Oath. Should this time-honored oath continue to have
moral force in medicine? Are its principles timeless and
universal? Or are they the flawed expressions of an offbeat,
ancient group? More fundamentally, do any moral principles of medical practice hold across time and culture, and,
if so, are any of these found in the Hippocratic Oath?
While these questions should be addressed by physicians, historians, anthropologists, sociologists, and philosophers, they should also be approached theologically. The
Hippocratic Oath is, from the beginning, a statement of
moral commitment in the presence of divine reality. The
Oath begins by invoking all of the gods and goddesses.
The student who swears the Oath promises to guard his
life in a pure and holy way. And the confidential truths
about patients (and others) are held sacred. As Heinrich
von Staden has observed, "Present at the beginning,
middle, and end of the Oath, the gods not only guarantee
the binding force and hence the efficacy of the oath; at the
center of the Oath they also establish their relation to the
oath-taker as a relation that is much more comprehensive
than that of witnesses and enforcers of an oath-the relation in effect covers all of [the physician's] life and all of his
professional knowledge and professional practice. If he is
to guard all this 'In a holy way,' no aspect of his life, and so
too no aspect of his professional activity, may give offense
to the gods."l Given the Oath's original setting within religious commitment and its use in subsequent centuries by
people of religious faith, attention to theological justifications should be an expected part of current discourse about
the Oath.
So here are some theological questions: Why should a
pagan oath, with clear references to polytheistic religion,
be used by Jews, Christians, and Moslems? Why should
members of these Abrahamic religions, rooted as they are
in ethical monotheism, need to learn medical morality from
their pagan neighbors? Is this a tacit acknowledgment that
the moral resources provided by the God of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob were insufficient in the realm of medicine?
Those of us who practice the art of theology and who
care about medicine should join in the process of providing
more convincing answers to such questions. I do so as a
Christian theologian, knowing that such work represents
6

the extension of an unfinished and now rather troubled
conversation. It is a conversation made more difficult, in
some ways, by the current intellectual climate of ethical
pluralism and cultural relativism. It is a conversation also
challenged by the complicated history of the Hippocratic
Oath in western culture. And it is a discussion deemed
fruitless by those Christian theologians who believe that
any attempt to learn from the common morality of a culture
represents unacceptable moral compromise.
Far from viewing adoption of the Oath as a compromise, however, some Christian theologians have embraced
it gladly. In their enthusiasm for the Hippocratic principles,
they have claimed an easy alliance between their Christian
faith and the morality of Hippocrates. One such author, for
example, in a recent attempt to strengthen this alliance
against the onslaught of alternative visions of medical
morality, even concluded that "in the good providence of
God, the pagan Hippocratic tradition could be put on by
the Church like a glove."2
Such easy acceptance seems unlikely, however, for
people who follow a Rabbi who taught, "Again, you have
heard that it was said to those of ancient times, 'You shall
not swear falsely, but carry out the vows you have made to
the Lord.' But I say to you, Do not swear at all, either by
heaven, for it is the throne of God or by earth for it is the
footstool. ... Let your word be 'Yes, Yes' or 'No, No.'
Anything more than this comes from the evil one." 3
We should not be surprised, then, that what little
history we have regarding how early Christians related to
the Hippocratic Oath yields a rather ambivalent story. The
early centuries of Christianity record almost no usage of the
Hippocratic Oath or other Hippocratic principles by
members the church. In fact, some members, like
Caesarius, a fourth century Christian physician who practiced in Byzantium, clearly rejected such oaths. At the
funeral of Caesarius, his brother, Gregory of Nazianzus,
said, "Because he was beloved by all for his moderation, he
was entrusted by them with what is most precious. He had
no need of Hippocrates to administer the oath to him."4
Gregory's remark indicates that the Oath was known to
Christians. And at times, Hippocratic principles were
invoked by Christians. Jerome provided an interesting
example when he reminded a young priest that
Hippocrates insisted that his students of medicine swear an
oath that bound them to confidentiality. Then Jerome
added, "How much greater an obligation is laid on us who
have been entrusted with healing the souls, [and] with
loving the houses of all Christians as if they were our
own."S
It was not until the fifteenth century, however, that the
Oath commanded widespread respect on the part of Christians. 6 Even then, several versions of the Oath were circulated and adapted to fit the moral convictions of those who
used them. One version was printed in the form of a cross,
ostensibly to make it more acceptable to Christians. And
Update Volume 14, Number 1

already in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Christian commentaries, far from viewing the Oath as a source of
self-evident truths, were subjecting it to critical analysis.
~
Such history may be inconvenient when it comes to
telling the moral story of medicine today. But this history
may also open the door for a more honest appraisal of the
ways in which the Hippocratic tradition, and especially the
Oath, might best be used by physicians now, including
those who profess Christian faith.
To what reasons might Christians now appeal to justify
using this ancient Oath? Let me sketch, ever so briefly,
three possible types of theological justification. While none
of these justifications is without its challenges in today's
environment, taken together they could constitute mutually supportive possibilities for using the essence of the
Oath to sustain values central to the practice of moral medicme.
The first type of justification is that the principles of
the Hippocratic Oath represent norms that reasonable
people should and would adopt if they understood the
professional care of the sick. On this view, God has created
all human beings with the potential to understand and
follow basic moral principles. When people reflect on the
nature of the physician-patient relationship and the goods
inherently possible in that interaction, they should be able
to see that commitments such as providing benefit to the
patient, abstaining from exploitative sexual relationships,
and preserving confidentiality are necessary to achieve the
proper ends of medicine. On such matters, Christians and
all people of good will should be able to agree and make
common cause. Such reasoning is often placed under the
rubric of natural law and, in the history of Christian
thought, most often associated with Roman Catholic moral
theology. But it is a mode of reasoning that is also found in
Protestant ethics. Despite the excessive certainty about the
minute details of moral life that has sometimes characterized natural law ethics, and despite postmodernism's
disdain for this line of argument as inordinately confident
in human reason, a suitably qualified form of natural
reasoning about morality may still retain power in our time.
Indeed, whenever humankind is confronted with the need
to condemn "crimes against humanity," such as genocide,
some type of natural law reasoning is usually invoked.
A second line of Christian support for the Hippocratic
Oath is linked to the Oath's forbiddance of taking human
life. The Oath's prohibitions of abortion and physicianassisted suicide are, of course, much debated today. And
they are often cited as reasons why thoughtful people
should discard the Oath as an oppressive statement of a
minority. But there can be little doubt that the Oath's
prohibition of abortion and assisted suicide were among
the reasons that helped the Oath gain the allegiance of
Christians. Retaining the moral presumption against physicians taking human life may be one of the most important
reasons for Christians to make alliance with the Oath.
A third rationale, and in my view the most promising,
is the Oath's commitment to covenant loyalty. The moral
ideal of keeping faith with the vulnerable as an outgrowth
of one's commitment to God is powerfully stated in the
Oath and in Christian faith. There may be significant
Update Volume 14, Number 1

differences between the Oath and Christian ethics
regarding the dynamics of such covenant loyalty. (For
example, Christian thought rejects the notion that fame or
fortune should be expected rewards of faithfulness.) Still,
the assurance that the physician will keep faith with the
patient by serving the patient's life and health, and by
avoiding intentionally harming the patient, is the cornerstone of moral medicine as our culture knows it. This is a
commitment that should receive powerful support from all
quarters, especially from people who believe in a God of
covenant loyalty.
In sum, Christians should join all people of good will in
affirming that which is central to the ethic so powerfully
presented in the Hippocratic Oath. Contrary to the views of
some Christian theologians, such support for a common
morality is not a useless compromise. It is, rather, an opportunity to cooperate in the preservation of what matters most
in the practice of medicine.
REFERENCES
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LOMA LINDA UNIVERSITY
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